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ON THE AFTERNOON OF 27 FEBRUARY, the Manipur Police received a 
tip that two Ambassador cars had been stolen in the Imphal Valley. Since 
3 May 2023, the force has received intimation of many such crimes— 
often much graver ones—due to an ethnic conflict that has been raging in 
the state. The same day, Moirangthem Amit Singh, an additional 
superintendent for operations, and other officials located the cars and 
apprehended one individual in connection to the case. But the prompt 
response had its costs. 


Around two hundred “armed miscreants” stormed and vandalised 
Singh’s residence, the Manipur Police tweeted the following day, after 
which additional security forces reached the spot. Singh and his escorts 
were abducted. The police released a statement which said that the 
attackers also fired bullets to intimidate Singh’s family. It was only after 
the intervention of the police department that Singh was released. 
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N Biren Singh, the chief minister of Manipur, addresses the media on 1 August 
2021, in Delhi. As the tug of war for power between Singh and the BJP high 
command continues, and organisations like Arambai Tenggol become 
increasingly influential, the fate of Manipur hangs in the balance. Sonu Mehta / 
Hindustan Times 


The beginning of militancy in Manipur can be traced to the formation, in 
1964, of the United National Liberation Front, which demanded secession 
from India. But it was only between 1977 and 1980, when the People’s 
Liberation Army of Manipur and the Kangleipak Communist Party were 
formed and made the same demand, that armed conflict truly began to 
engulf the state. The 1980s also saw demands for a separate Naga state by 
armed groups such as the National Socialist Council of Nagaland, and for 
a Kukiland by Kuki militant organisations, including the Kuki National 
Army. 


The Indian government tried to negotiate with the armed groups to 
control the violence. In 1997, it signed a ceasefire agreement with the 
NSCN(Isak—Muivah). About a decade later, the union and state 
governments and 25 armed Kuki groups signed a tripartite Suspension of 
Operations agreement. With the SoO agreements, the Kuki groups agreed 
to, among other things, stop all hostilities, submit a list of all their 
underground workers to the police and live in designated camps. In the 
Imphal Valley, insurgent groups appeared to start losing the support they 
formerly enjoyed. The efforts of civil society and these agreements led to 
a new era of hope for Manipur. “Imphal was emerging as a metropolitan 
hub in the Northeast,” Saki, a youngster, told me. “There was so much 
that we were dreaming for Manipur in the last decade.” 


The roots of the ongoing ethnic conflict began after the Bharatiya Janata 
Party emerged as a major player in the state, in 2017, a year after N Biren 
Singh, a former minister in the Congress-led state government, joined the 
party. Even though the party did not have a majority, Biren Singh 
managed to poach two legislators from other parties and paved the way 
for the BJP to form a government in Manipur. He clinched a second term 
by seeking the support of Kuki legislators. But soon, his government 
began to demonise Kukis as “illegal immigrants.” In March 2023, it 
unilaterally withdrew from SoO agreements with three Kuki insurgent 
groups, accusing them of harbouring immigrants and enabling poppy 
cultivation. Such moves legitimised an existing sentiment of hatred 
towards Zo communities—who are known as Kukis, Mizos and Chins in 
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different polities but share the same ethnicity—that Meiteis in the valley 
seemed to harbour. Matters came to a head when the Manipur High 
Court pushed the state government to consider the longstanding Meitei 
demand for Scheduled Tribe status, in March 2023. 


The high court’s order led to the mayhem that ensued on 3 May. Over two 
hundred people have died in the civil war, and tens of thousands have 
been displaced. In my multiple reporting trips to the state since then, I 
have witnessed how the BJP government has paved the way for the 
ethnic cleansing of the Zo people in open daylight. Several armed groups 
—including the UNLF(Pambei), the PLA and the KCP—are again active, 
regaining legitimacy that they had lost over the years, and are siding 
with the Meitei cause. Meanwhile, newer outfits have emerged in the 
Kuki hills. These groups largely consist of young volunteers, some of 
whom are trained by the older cadre of the SoO groups, which do not 
have half the strength they once did. 


Arambai Tenggol emerged and swiftly gained prominence in this 
landscape. Formed in 2020, it became active around September 2022. 
Within a month of the war, its name came up in several first-information 
reports related to the violence and, to avoid facing prosecution, it faked 
its own dissolution. The militia now claims to have a strength of sixty 
thousand cadre—comparable to the strength of the central security 
forces that were reportedly deployed in the state—and over sixty units 
spread over Imphal. They are armed with weapons, many of which 
appear to be stolen from state armouries, and indulge in violence that 
would otherwise attract the strictest provisions of the law. 


While, in my previous visits, Arambai Tenggol cadre would try their best 
to not be photographed, over January and February this year, I saw how 
its members, mostly young men, publicised their activities. The members 
were regularly extorting money, stealing SUVs and indulging in violence, 
as the police statement also pointed out. Those who have been victims of 
Arambai Tenggol’s activities are scared of even talking about it. The 
militia is not the only group active on the ground, but other groups, such 
as the UNLF(P), seem to support it. The UNLF(P) is another group to 
which the state gave legitimacy, by signing a peace agreement with it in 
November 2023. Through the UNLF(P), Arambai Tenggol now seems to 
have the means to reach the buffer areas in the hills, which were 
previously inaccessible to the young outfit. 


Arambai Tenggol has managed all this without its members having any 
training or strong ideological drive. Members I spoke to and observed 
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appeared to be frustrated youth with a streak of vengeance, who now 
have access to weapons. “This is not a group led by revolutionary 
ideology,” a former PLA leader told me. “They are just riding on 
sentiment.” 


Yet, the union and state governments have enabled the militia to thrive. 
First, the AFSPA is in force in the hills but not in the valley—allowing 
Meitei groups in and around Imphal to operate with impunity. “We are 
told to keep a tab on SoO groups and what is happening in the hills, and 
we've been doing that,” a senior officer from the Assam Rifles told me. “If 
we had more powers in the valley, we would do the same there as well.” 


Second, most of the other prominent groups, in the valley or in the hills, 
are either outlawed or have some sort of an agreement with the state, 
thus exposing them to some scrutiny from the law. Arambai Tenggol does 
not have either of these constraints. “We have no orders to act against 
AT,” another senior police officer told me. “We cannot apprehend them 
even if we want to.” 


A third factor—perhaps the biggest one—driving Arambai Tenggol’s rise 
is that it appears to enjoy the personal patronage of state BJP leaders, 
including Biren Singh. There seems to be a push and pull between the 
chief minister and the party’s high command. Since June, there have 
been several rumours that the BJP has asked Biren Singh to step down. 
That month, nine state legislators from the party wrote to Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, claiming that the chief minister had lost the trust of the 
public. But the support that Biren Singh has cultivated among Meiteis has 
made it difficult to dethrone him. When the legislators came back to the 
state, they allegedly faced backlash and threats. Arambai Tenggol is an 
important component of this support base. The militia appears to 
endorse and spread a narrative that suits Biren Singh: that the union 
government, and not the chief minister, is to be blamed for the violence 
in the valley. The chief minister has himself publicly criticised central 
security forces, insinuating that they are not protecting the public but are 
mute spectators to the conflict. 
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Pr te oe 
The scene outside the Kangla Fort in Imphal on 23 January 2024. The central 
forces protecting the fort disappeared from the site overnight before the Arambai 
Tenggol administered an oath to legislators the next day. REUTERS 


According to an intelligence officer, the union home ministry again asked 
Biren Singh to step down earlier this year, after which Arambai Tenggol 
created a spectacle by administering an oath to sitting Meitei legislators 
at Kangla Fort on 24 January. “Kangla was orchestrated to show the 
centre that he can’t be rendered inconsequential,” the officer told me. 
“And, if it were to come to that, he can run his own parallel government 
in Manipur.” As this tug of war for power continues, and organisations 
like Arambai Tenggol become more and more influential, the fate of 
Manipur hangs in the balance. 


GUN-TOTING MEN dressed in military fatigues, with a red insignia of 
three horsemen charging into battle—reminiscent of the erstwhile 
Kangleipak kingdom’s cavalry that wielded poisonous darts—crowded 
the Kangla Fort on 24 January. In the fifteenth century, Kangla had 
become the capital fortress of Kangleipak, a feudal kingdom of Meiteis, 
who followed Sanamahism. It is now the property of the Manipur 
government. And yet, on 24 January, Salai Taret flags, which represent 
the seven clans that merged together to form the Meitei community, 
fluttered on vehicles outside—Arambai Tenggol, which means dart- 
wielding cavalry, had summoned 37 Meitei state legislators and two MPs 
to the fort. The lawmakers, who had sworn on the Constitution after 
being elected, took an oath in the name of Sanamahi, a Meitei deity, to get 
the Indian government to meet six demands that the militia had raised. 


Biren Singh was absent from the event, but this was a smokescreen—the 
final resolution that came out of the meeting reportedly had his 
signature. The events of 24 January best demonstrated how far the 
militia had come, thanks to the BJP government enabling it. 
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That Arambai Tenggol has connections with the BJP is clear from social 
media alone. In June 2022, Biren Singh posted photos on Facebook that 
showed him meeting “youth from different corners of state.” In one of 
these photos, he is seen with Korounganba Khuman and Leishemba 
Sanajaoba. Korounganba had posted several photos of meetings with 
Sanajaoba that month. In September, Arambai Tenggol members took 
oath and became active. While Sanajaoba is the titular king, Arambai 
Tenggol, according to one of its commanders, equates itself to the 
warriors who once served the kings of Kangleipak. 


The ideological synergy is also clear: Arambai Tenggol pushes for a brand 
of Meitei nationalism that aligns with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh’s politics. It endorses the ruling BJP’s projects, such as the National 
Register of Citizens, supposedly to save the state from illegal immigrants, 
including Chins from Myanmar. The militia’s promotion of Sanamahism 
is not antagonistic towards Hinduism or the RSS, the largest political 
organisation associated with the religion in India today. Instead, the 
militia’s brand of Sanamahism is in conflict with Meitei Muslims and 
Christians. In April 2023, when Arambai Tenggol was protesting a Meitei 
Christian priest’s remarks against Sanamahism, Sanajaoba threatened to 
“skin him alive” if he did not apologise. 


There are several indications that the organisation considers violent 
means justifiable to achieve its ends. Korounganhba has often used the 
phrase “warrior blood,” in trying to evoke the feeling of being a soldier of 
the Manipur kingdom. An Arambai Tenggol commander, who wished to 
be anonymous, described the militia’s main intention presently as 
protecting the territory of Manipur from “external aggression”—a 
statement that echoed what Biren Singh and union home minister Amit 
Shah have previously said—and betrayed the reality that the militia was 
not merely a revivalist sociocultural organisation, as it had portrayed 
itself to be. His underage son and nephew, who were present in the room 
during this conversation, pitched in to say that the war could end only if 
“all Kukis die.” 


Even before the onset of the war, the militia’s political affiliations was 
clear. Weeks before 3 May 2023, several BJP leaders tried to oust Biren 
Singh as chief minister. One of them was Khwairakpam Raghumani 
Singh, who, in April, resigned as the chairperson of the Manipur 
Renewable Energy Development Agency—the fourth BJP legislator to 
resign from such a post. These legislators had camped in Delhi, 
pressuring the union government to bring about a change in the state 
leadership. Along with them were Kuki legislators who had turned 
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against Biren after the withdrawal of the state government from the SoO 
agreement, and his eventual targeting of the community. As criticism 
grew, individuals openly critical of Biren were arrested. 


Groups such as Arambai Tenggol bore the brunt of challenging the 
criticism against Biren Singh and doled out propaganda—projecting 
poppy cultivation as the real issue, using an illegal eviction in a hill 
district to justify referring to the Zos as “illegal immigrants” and 
portraying Biren Singh as the true fighter against “narco-terrorism.” All 
this proliferated after 3 May, when critical voices within the valley were 
silenced further. 


A police officer told me that, on 2 May, he had received complaints that 
individuals who identified themselves as Arambai Tenggol members had 
blocked a highway that led to the Saikul hills. The officer added that a 
team, led by an Indian Police Service officer, visited the highway and 
asked the cadre to leave. Similar counter-blockades, the officer added, 
were visible on other borders between the hills and the valley, between 
Kangpokpi and Imphal West districts, and between Churachandpur and 
Bishnupur. When the violence was unfolding in Churachandpur district 
at that time, viral messages and fake news, such as those of mass rapes, 
spread in Imphal. In response, mobs started gathering across the valley. 
A professor told me that he saw the militia lead these mobs. But the state 
government seems to have taken no real action against Arambai Tenggol. 


The Kangla Fort meeting could not have taken place without support 
from the establishment. Ahead of the meeting, a team of the union home 
ministry flew into the state to talk to Arambai Tenggol. Following this, the 
central forces protecting the fort disappeared from the site overnight. 
This could have happened only under the directions of the unified 
command formed to deal with the situation in Manipur, which reports to 
both the union and state governments. The militia then appeared in what 
seemed like a flag march, dressed in attire similar to those of the state 
and central forces. 


At the meeting, the militia reportedly beat and abused three legislators, 
two from the BJP and one from the Congress. The Congress legislator was 
reportedly beaten up after he suggested “that the responsibility for all 
recent trouble lay with the BJP-run state government.” The two BJP 
MLAs, Raghumani Singh and P Brojen Singh, had vocalised their dissent 
against Biren Singh’s leadership several times. No FIR appears to have 
been registered in the matter. 


il 
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Hundreds from the valley made their way to Mahadeva Hill to attend the burial 
of two members of the Arambai Tenggol, on 2 February, who had died in a gun 
fight in a buffer zone. Greeshma Kuthar for The Caravan 


The six demands that the militia raised at the meeting were: to get the 
NRC updated with 1951 as the base year; to abrogate the SoO agreement 
with Kuki armed groups; to relocate Burmese refugees in the state to 
Mizoram; to fence the Myanmar border; to withdraw the Assam Rifles 
from the state, as they allege it is biased against Meiteis; and to remove 
“illegal migrants” from the list of Scheduled Tribes. Videos on social 
media showed Korounganba walking in front of a cheering crowd with 
Salai Taret flags after the meeting. He declared to the media that the 
lawmakers had agreed to stage protests if the militia’s demands were not 
met. “The clock is ticking,” he said. “We set a timeframe of fifteen days 
for all the points to be addressed.” He added that, “if the centre does not 
listen, we will take the movement to the people to protect Manipur.” 


The events of Kangla Fort made national headlines, but neither the state 
nor the union government condemned the event. “If summoning elected 
constitutional functionaries and forcing them to abandon their sworn 
oath of office to uphold the Indian constitution, while coercing them to 
take an ethno-political pledge, isn’t an affront to India’s national security 
and political integrity,” John Simte and Angshuman Choudhury wrote in 
The Wire, “then what is?” 


Instead, within two weeks, the union government declared it would build 
a border fence, meeting one of the demands. This move will end the free- 
movement regime, devised by the governments of India and Myanmar, 
in 2018, under which people living within sixteen kilometres of the 
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border could cross over without travel documents. Again, it would 
impact the Zo and Naga communities, members of which live on both 
sides of the border. The chief ministers of both Mizoram and Nagaland 
have condemned the move. 


The Caravan sent questions to the union home ministry, the Indian Army, 
the Manipur Police, the BJP, Biren Singh, Sanajaoba and Korounganba 
Khuman, the Arambai Tenggol chief. We did not receive a response. 


A senior army officer described the Kangla Fort event as “complete 
anarchy,” telling me that it was a “show of political power by one 
community alone.” The idea of a single force controlling the state scared 
him, but that appeared to be the exact intention of the militia—Arambai 
Tenggol wanted to make a spectacle at Kangla Fort and catch eyeballs. 
The militia’s detractors told me that the event was effectively an 
announcement that the BJP endorsed the militia, which would cushion 
the criticism it received from the Meiteis in the valley, and that Arambai 
Tenggol was now the supreme authority in the state. 


The public had certainly elevated the militia to the status of heroes. “The 
mood was electric, because this was happening for the first time,” a 
woman in her late thirties said of the events outside the Kangla Fort on 
24 January. She recalled the public screaming “Arambai Tenggol Na 
Yaifare”—long live the militia—when its cadre passed by. “We were all so 
proud of our men and that they were able to get even the CM to do what 
the people wanted,” she told me. In a remark characteristic of the 
paranoia that marks the valley, another supporter of the militia told me, 
“If not for the Arambai Tenggol, by now the Kukis would’ve reached 
Imphal.” They no longer believe that this war is about poppy. “We were 
fooled by the statements of the CM,” they said. “This is actually about our 
land being snatched by people from Myanmar.” 


ARAMBAI TENGGOL LEADERS target the youth with their social-media 
activity—they regularly make reels, proudly brandishing their weapons, 
with dramatic music playing in the background. Their content includes 
lewd insults and provocations targeted at the Kukis. Their activities have 
captured the imagination of residents of the valley, who view the militia 
as gutsy. The craze is such that videos of children dressed in the militia’s 


attire, with messages such as “Future AT,” are circulating on social media. 


Meitei leaders have repeatedly said that the Kukis are heavily armed and 
have access to “sophisticated weapons”—it was majorly due to this 
thought that the militia has appealed more to the youth than to civil- 
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society organisations. In many instances of violence, and even 
confrontation with the armed forces, far more than any other group, the 
militia has succeeded in positioning itself as the ultimate defenders of the 
valley, particularly from Kukis. All of this has made many young men 
pick up arms. 


Consider the story of 33-year-old Nongthombam Michaeldev, the 
youngest of six brothers in a middle-class household in the Imphal Valley. 
He had appeared for a few competitive exams in recent years and was 
preparing for more, while helping his brothers set up small businesses to 
sustain the family. Bijen Singh, his older brother, told me that the civil 
war changed his brother’s aspirations. 


Around the time that Arambai Tenggol faked its dissolution in the end of 
May 2023, Bijen said, his brother came across the militia and was taken 
by it. For three months, the militia maintained a low profile but was 
recruiting people and setting up bases across the valley. Then it began to 
become more and more public about its activities. On 30 September, 
thousands of Arambai Tenggol supporters and members rallied from the 
Thau ground to the Kangla Fort to pay tribute to those who had died in 
the war. When they reached Kangla, Michaeldev and others who 
participated in the rally pledged an oath of allegiance to the militia and 
officially joined it. “Michael told me he had to join the fight in protecting 
our motherland,” Bijen said, adding that his brother also seemed keen to 
understand the tenets of Sanamahism. 


Michaeldev would often disappear for days. He left his home for the last 
time in January. His mother searched for him frantically, even visiting 
the office of Arambai Tenggol’s Unit 19, which is located close to their 
house, but could not find him. Later, the family found that, on 30 
January, Michaeldev and another recruit, Maisnam Khaba, had died ina 
gunfight that had taken place in a “buffer zone,” which security forces 
are supposed to guard, close to the border with the Kuki-dominated 
Kangpokpi district. 


Khaba’s backstory was similar to that of Michaeldev, only he came from a 
poorer background. A graduate in arts who was interested in fitness and 
body-building, Khaba was awaiting his college results when the war 
broke out in May. He had plans to prepare for competitive exams but did 
not find much time, as he started volunteering at a relief camp close by. 
This is where, his father told me, he first came in contact with others who 
were joining Arambai Tenggol. Eventually, in the month of August, he 
joined Unit 14 of the AT. “Khaba was talking to me about building up the 
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house just weeks before he got killed,” his father told me. “Look at our 
house, we barely have basics to survive.” 


A few days after they were killed, on 2 February, hundreds from the 
valley made their way to Mahadeva Hill to attend the burial of the two 
men. The location appeared to be carefully chosen, according to a police 
official, as it had been attacked by the Kukis in January. I had to 
disembark from the car I was in two kilometres away from the site, as a 
barrage of vehicles that were heading there had caused a traffic jam. Two 
SUVs with a sticker of the Arambai Tenggol’s Unit 37 on their windshields 
and no number plates, drove past me, with one of its passengers, a man 
in full camouflage, spraying water with leaves on me from a golden- 
coloured vessel. Many people heading to the funeral were wearing black 
uniforms or camouflage with Arambai Tenggol nametags—and, at times, 
their unit numbers—and held Salai Taret flags. Several were armed with 
weapons, ranging from single-barrelled and double-barrelled guns to 
automatic rifles. 


We climbed up a small hillock and descended down on the other side, 
where pits were dug up for the burial, flanked by armed men. Next to 
them was a small group, with Korounganha at its centre. After some 
rituals, a gun salute was carried out, following which the two men were 
lowered into the pits. Korounganba walked out, surrounded by the 
militia’s cadre, who were clearing the path for him and looking around 
with alacrity, as if expecting an attack. 
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villages, to protect the men in militias. Greeshma Kuthar for The Caravan 


Within the valley, there was no critical voice that could publicly question 
why the Arambai ventured into a buffer zone, leading to the killing of 
two young people. The only narrative that was circulating was of “Kuki 
terrorists” and their continuing deeds of violence against the Meiteis. 
When I asked Senjam Bidyapati, the vice-president of the Lainingthou 
Sanamahi Temple Board, about the violence perpetrated by Arambai 
Tenggol, he said, “The boys were doing whatever needs to be done to 
protect the motherland—Kangleipak.” He denied that they were 
attacking Kuki villages and insisted that they are only “on the defensive.” 


“Everybody is Arambai Tenggol,” the wife of one of the commanders told 
me. “Every family will have one member now. Young kids want to join 
them too.” The woman’s words appeared to resonate across the valley. 
Khaba’s father told me he fears that his other son might also turn to 
picking up arms now. “I want to join Arambai Tenggol myself now,” Bijen 
told me, adding that he wanted revenge for his brother’s killing. “The 
state and central forces are useless in protecting Meiteis.” 


A PROMINENT POLITICIAN IN MANIPUR was one of the people who 
told me that Arambai Tenggol had managed to extort them as well. “Your 
report means nothing here, ma’am,” the politician told me, while 
refusing a request for interview. “I don’t want to talk to you and lose my 
life. Forget freedom of speech, there is no democracy here anymore.” 
Throughout our exchange, they repeated the same refrain: “When a gun 
is placed in front of you, the only thing you can do, if your life is dear to 
you, is shut up.” Most of my attempts to talk to leaders of opposition 
parties in Imphal ended the same way. Some told me that, though they 
were opposed to Arambai Tenggol, they had to keep quiet in these 
circumstances. One of them said their silence was in the interest of the 
“morale of the public.” 


The militia has spread terror in the valley, as have other groups. All 
groups seem to feed into each other’s activities, leading to a total collapse 
of law and order, with Arambai Tenggol emerging as the most popular 
player, and the UNLF(P) a close second. There are very few unarmed 
local groups, such as the Langsai Thouna in Kakching district, where the 
youth has managed to fight off the clutches of the militias. 


The Meira Paibis have set up checkpoints at the entrance of the Meitei foothill 
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The support for Arambai Tenggol and its fear is such that even Meiteis 
who would like to register their protest against them are silent. In 
December 2023, reports surfaced that Akhu Chingangbam, a popular 
musician, had been abducted by unnamed men. A source who knew 
about the matter told me that Arambai Tenggol had picked Chingangbam 
up at gunpoint for posting messages critical of the BJP on social media 
and beat him, after which they forced him to post on Facebook that he 
was okay. Chingangbam fled with his family after the attack. He refused 
to comment on the matter. 


Babloo Loitongbam, an internationally renowned human-rights activist 
based in Imphal, was also critical of Arambai Tenggol and Meitei Leepun, 
another radical organisation. In an interview with NewsClick, in May last 
year, he said that the organisations had “injected” militancy into the 
minds of people and were destroying churches in the valley. “They have 
articulation like the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh,” Loitongbam said. In 
October, his house was vandalised. 


Similarly, Brinda Thounaojam, a former police officer, had also made 
critical remarks about Arambai Tenggol, following which, in October, her 
house was vandalised. “She had then apologised for her remarks, saying 
she had been misled by a video,” NDTV reported. Later, in December, 
after she criticised Biren Singh, the Meira Paibis ransacked her house. 
One of Thounaojam’s close associates told me that, earlier, the former 
cop was not bothered with the backlash that came her way, as she knew 
it was coming from the establishment. “It was only when most Meira 
Paibi associations went against her that she had a loss of heart,” they 
said. 


Thounaojam and Loitongbam have since been quiet. Like Chingangbam, 
they did not respond to my request for a comment. 


In very few cases has Arambai Tenggol paid for its actions. In February 
this year, the Federation of Civil Society Organisations issued a press 
statement that the militia had physically assaulted its vice-president. The 
statement strongly condemned the militia. But by the end of the day, a 
handwritten note circulated online that an agreement had been reached 
between the parties. 


Arambai Tenggol has repeatedly been accused of extortion. In the earlier 
phases of insurgency in the state, militias used to regularly extort 
individuals, and even government organisations, by sending them 
notices. A senior bureaucrat told me that, under the previous Congress 
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government, this practice was “slowly weeded out as banned groups also 
faced pushback along with delegitimisation in the valley.” This form of 
extortion has allegedly started again, with similar demands being made 
to government officials. 


A senior government official told me that there is an “understanding” 
between the chief minister and legislators to “raise funds to support AT 
units in their constituencies.” The officer added, “Many politicians are 
supporting AT because they also want to use that as leverage to protect 
their own interests, as there is severe infighting within parties.” Another 
intelligence officer told me that state legislators have been directed to 
“look after” the Arambai Tenggol members in their constituencies. 


Other groups, including the UNLF(P), have also been accused of 
extortions and other crimes in the valley. According to an internal 
message sent by an army Officer, “Since the day UNLF(P) has joined peace 
talks, it is projecting its image as guardian of Meetei community and 
stopping other [groups] to extort money from their strong hold areas.” 
This includes the KCP—the handful of extortion cases that have been 
registered in Imphal have mostly been attributed to this group. Another 
senior army officer told me that the UNLF(P) has also surveyed periphery 
areas and established their holdouts in strategic locations across the 
buffer zones. But the UNLF(P) also enjoys popular support—in March, 
protests erupted in the valley after three of its cadre were arrested. 


Several of these groups work in confluence with each other. The Meira 
Paibis have set up checkpoints at the entrance of the Meitei foothill 
villages, to protect the men in these militias. A member of the group told 
me that this was so that they could tip off armed groups within the 
villages whenever any security forces approached. Even when forces 
have apprehended militants, the Meira Paibis have been successful in 
freeing them on multiple occasions. “We will save fifty percent of the 
men,” one of the women at these checkpoints told me, speaking about 
fears that those who have taken up arms now might face a similar fate as 
they did in earlier phases of insurgency. “Thirty percent will kill each 
other. Twenty percent will be killed in encounters by the state.” She 
added, “This has happened, and it will happen.” This breakdown was the 
consensus among all the Meira Paibis I met at the checkpoint. 


On 15 July, according to a press release by the United Naga Council—the 
apex organisation for Naga tribes in Manipur—Arambai Tenggol shot 
dead Lucy Maring, a woman in her fifties, after Meira Paibis handed her 
over to the group. The militia immediately denied any involvement, 
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claiming that it was no longer an active organisation and regurgitated its 
claim of being a cultural organisation. The Meira Paibis would certainly 
not let any blame come to the militia. “We the mothers, the Meira Paibis 
are there to protect the men who join the Arambai Tenggol,” the Arambai 
Tenggol commander’s wife told me. 


= i as a; m) 


Many partially burnt or vandalised properties of Kukis in Imphal now bear a a 
Arambai Tenggol unit number on their gate. Greeshma Kuthar for The Caravan 


Other groups also appear to want to protect the militia. When five Meitei 
Muslims were shot dead in Lilong on 1 January, the PLA claimed 
responsibility and said it had to resort to violence when locals did not 
cooperate in letting it take away a drug-trafficker. But an army officer 
confirmed Arambai Tenggol’s involvement in the killings. “By now, there 
is an understanding in place that whenever the Arambai Tenggol would 
face an issue like this, banned outfits would take the fall for it,” they told 
me. No arrests seem to have been made in this case. 


Inversely, Arambai Tenggol’s presence appears to act as a shield for 
underground insurgents from outlawed groups. According to a 
government official, whose husband is an Arambai Tenggol leader and 
whose brother is a UNLF cadre, the men spread across the border are a 
mix of several militant groups. But, she added, when asked to identify 
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themselves, irrespective of which group they are from, the men say 
Arambai Tenggol as it is not a banned organisation. “We need to use AT 
as cover because of this,” she told me. “We are still worried that they 
would be eventually targeted, like it happened in the past.” 


Due to the aggressive support that the militias enjoy, many crimes are 
going unreported, according to residents I spoke to. Biju Samom, an 
Imphal-based editor, told me that the civilians who face such extortion 
threats would rather pay up than endanger their own lives by speaking 
to the media. “The mushrooming of various groups has made it even 
more difficult, as businesses are subject to extortion by multiple groups 
at the same time,” Samom told me. The only times when extortion 
attempts are highlighted is when collectives or groups come together, 
such as when petrol pump dealers shut down their outlets from 16 to 18 
February, citing extortions and abductions by armed groups. Even in 
such instances, FIRs appear to be seldom registered. 


There have also been instances of Naga women being slut-shamed, 
molested and kidnapped for ransom, during which they have been 
subject to violence—the victims in some of these cases have had to take a 
settlement amount. Pantibonlieu Dongmei, a human-rights activist from 
Manipur, said settlements would only lead to more such incidents 
happening. “These are bad precedents,” she said, “especially in the 
middle of a crisis where so many men are roaming around with 
weapons.” 


Any media reporting on such cases is seen as an affront to Meiteis. “We 
have no liberty to report most of what is happening here,” Samom said. 
“We stand targeted with threats when we do.” 


WHILE THE VALLEY IS ENTRENCHED in the illusion that Arambai 
Tenggol is protecting them, the hill districts do not seem to have any 
group or state support that they can count on. “Sometimes we don’t even 
know what we are doing anymore,” Kimneijou, a social worker from 
Haipi, told me. “We are up against the state, with absolutely no backing. I 
can’t even say we are on the right track. There is a complete breakdown 
of law and order. And, while we try to stay alive, we take it one day at a 
time.” 


The expansion of Arambai Tenggol threatens the Kuki community the 
most, in both the valley and in the hills. Many partially burnt or 
vandalised properties of Kukis in Imphal now bear an Arambai Tenggol 
unit number on their gate. Some of these properties have been turned 
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into a hideout for its members, residents living in adjoining areas told 
me. They added that the militia has taken over almost all the cars left 
behind by the Kukis. 


The militia now seems to have access to buffer areas in the Kuki hills. In 
early June, Meitei mobs burnt down one side of the Satang ridge at 
Khamenlok, a Kuki village in Imphal East district. In those days, I had 
travelled past the other side of the ridge, through the village of Satang 
Kuki, at least thrice. Its residents feared they would be targeted next, 
even though the ridge separated them from the mob that was wreaking 
havoc at Khamenlok. To get to Satang Kuki itself takes more than four 
hours from Kangpokpi town, not because of the distance but because of 
the abysmal roads. Back then, I thought it was impossible for the village 
to be attacked as the terrain was difficult and it would also involve 
circumventing a buffer zone many kilometres away, which had a heavy 
deployment of central forces. The only way to get to Satang Kuki was by 
foot. 


All Meitei insurgent groups, residents told me, had a formidable presence 
across the hill regions in earlier phases of insurgency, when they were 
being hunted down by the armed forces and, eventually, by the police 
commandos. The hills gave them refuge and protected them from being 
killed or arrested. “We are all worried of course, but nothing had 
happened up until now,” Letkhohao Guite, the chief of Satang Kuki, said. 
“Only in December, when UNLF(P) started setting up their base camp, did 
I realise that trouble is going to knock at our doorsteps soon.” Men from 
Satang Kuki, who had been guarding the village from the ridge, stood 
and watched with binoculars as the camp was set up at Shantipur, a 
couple of kilometres away. “All we could do is stay steadfast and more 
alert than usual,” Mamang, an arts graduate who, along with his brother, 
has been on the frontline since May, told me. 


Finally, on 27 January, there was gunfire at the ridge. One of the 
volunteers was shot dead. Mamang told me that the attackers had 
managed to walk across several ridges to sneak up on the volunteers. The 
remaining volunteers chased the attackers away, he added. When I 
reached Satang Kuki, in the second week of February, residents told me 
that the UNLF(P) base is built on land that is under the Satang Kuki hill, 
which would come under the ambit of AFSPA, but the central or state 
forces had still not arrived. 


Mamang told me that the attackers knew the terrain well and were 
trained, which convinced Kukis that they were from the Manipur 
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People’s Army, the UNLF(P)’s armed wing. “We didn’t see any Arambai,” 
he said. But, according to both army and police officers, the attackers 
were members of Arambai Tenggol—the UNLF(P) has now started 
facilitating the entry of the young militia into previously inaccessible 
areas. The officers added that the men from the groups burnt down 
properties, and mowed down a church with a bulldozer in Khamenlok. A 
video of the attackers at the church from an Arambai Tenggol member’s 
Facebook account subsequently went viral as well, but the account was 
soon deleted. 


A similar plan had led to the death of Michealdev. He was among the 
Arambai Tenggol cadre who, along with the MPA, had reached Koutruk 
in Imphal West, the buffer zone close to Kangpokpi, at the end of January. 
According to two officials in the army and police, before the officers in 
charge could stop them from violating the buffer zone, armed Kuki men 
reached and a gunfight ensued. Michaeldev and Khaba were killed, and 
the rest of their contingent fled. The two officials told me that Meitei 
residents of Koutruk had pleaded with Arambai Tenggol and the MPA to 
not venture into the buffer zone. Residents themselves told me that they 
have been trying to stop such altercations even at the cost of being 
threatened, just so that they do not have to flee their villages and end up 
in relief camps. In the next two weeks, there were many instances like 
this across the buffer zones. 
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A sign along the highway from Imphal to Moreh, in the Kuki-dominated 
Tengnoupal district. Greeshma Kuthar for The Caravan 


While Meitei groups seem to be coordinated in their operations, the 
situation in the hills is the opposite. The older leaders of the SoO groups 
are training the younger men in guerrilla warfare and other strategies 
that are necessary to navigate the difficult terrain that they are up 
against. But, contrary to popular perception that has been relayed by the 
media and politicians in Imphal, officers from the central and the state 
forces present in the hills told me that SoO groups have a small role to 
play in the mushrooming of armed Kuki men from villages in the 
periphery areas. For young men, joining a SoO group is like a death knell 
—the agreement with the government results in a situation that they will 
forever be labelled as militants. 


Unlike the faith that Arambai Tenggol enjoys in the valley, Kukis do not 
trust the SoO groups in the same way they did in earlier phases of 
insurgency. Many of the groups that were powerful for over a decade, 
especially after the BJP and Biren Singh extended support to them, are 
now dodging widespread criticism, often being accused of not being good 
leaders. Villages are increasingly discussing corruption among the SoO 
leaders, along with neglect of the hill districts, despite the groups’ 
immense influence over elections. A civilian was shot dead in early June 
and two more were beaten to death in the second week of March, over 
an altercation with members of the Kuki Revolutionary Army (Unified), a 
SoO group, in Kangpokpi. This resulted in a public standoff between the 
militant outfit and village volunteers, who, according to witnesses, said 
they would shoot the militants dead if they do not back off—such an 
incident was unprecedented in the hills. 


The silence of most of the legislators, under directions from the BJP, is 
also not helping matters in the hills. Most legislators have barely been 
seen in their constituencies. The state and union governments have 
refused to even acknowledge that the community has been a victim of a 
long-drawn persecution campaign. 


In fact, before the war, the residents of the hill districts were hoping that 
the insurgency would end once and for all. In my conversations with 
residents across Manipur, I found that extortions, killings and the 
absolute lack of democratic space was more of a problem in the hill 
districts than in the valley, where the challenges were much different for 
civilians. Many young people in the hills thought that SoO leaders should 
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not represent the community nationally, considering they were in talks 
with the home ministry but not elected representatives. In the last year, 
Imphal has constantly dehumanised Kukis, pushing more and more of 
their youth in the hills to pick up arms. The aftermath of the war has 
undone the natural shift of the community away from insurgency. 


Terming what is happening on the ground as “radicalisation,” a senior 
army Officer told me that, by the end of the war, these armed guerrillas 
in the Kuki hills would emerge more powerful than the existing SOO 
groups themselves. This could result, they said, in “a new form of 
insurgency, if India continues to be biased against the community.” While 
the situation in the Kuki hills would still be under scrutiny, if the 
situation in the Imphal Valley continues as it is, the radicalisation by 
Arambai Tenggol and similar militias would go unchecked. 


Meanwhile, as Imphal prepares for the general election, Arambai 
Tenggol has forbidden any campaigning in the valley. The Meira Paibis 
are backing this order, and night patrols are being organised to keep this 
in check. The internal politics of the BJP also continue. Manipur has two 
Lok Sabha seats, Inner Manipur and Outer Manipur. Ranjan Singh, the 
MP from Inner Manipur, had criticised the BJP for failing to maintain law 
and order at the beginning of the war. The Imphal Times reported, in 
March, that, according to its sources, the BJP high command was creating 
pressure on Biren Singh to contest one of the two seats in Manipur, 
which would lead to his resignation as chief minister. But the party 
ended up fielding another candidate from Inner Manipur. For the Outer 
Manipur seat, the party has decided to not field a candidate but back the 
Naga People’s Front, which it opposes in Nagaland. 


There appears to be no resolution in sight for Manipur. Even on 12 and 
13 April, an army officer told me, there was a fresh incident of firing 
between the Arambai Tenggol and Kuki volunteers in Phailengmol, 
located at the border of Imphal East District’s Moirangpurel area and 
Kangpokpi District. Two Kukis died on the spot after their bunkers were 
bombed. The officer shared videos that were circulating in Manipur, of 
their chopped up and desecrated bodies. On the second day, Robin posted 
on Facebook, “Heartiest Congratulations” to “Moirangpurel Team.” 


The videos have led to an uproar across Kuki districts, leading to a fresh 
spate of protests. “The deliberate recording and circulation of videos of 
such atrocities on social media demonstrate a total disregard for law and 
order and a mockery of the justice system,” the Kuki Inpi Manipur, the 
apex body of Kuki tribes, said in a statement. On 14 April, the Manipur 
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police registered an FIR against a complaint filed by the brother of 23- 
year-old Kamminlal Lupheng, one of the deceased Kukis, against armed 
“Arambai Tenggol members and several unidentified men decoying in 
Manipur police commando uniform.” The complaint was filed on the 
basis of the videos and alleged that the assailants still had Lupheng’s 
body. 


“The government is sleeping,” Khaba’s father had told me. “I am worried 
that the real war is yet to come. Maybe it'll get worse.” 
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